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27 August 1924 – 6 October 2010
In October 1954, David Rowbotham wrote to 
Professor FW Robinson, ‘I do not know whether 
the Fryer Library at the University is still in your 
care; but I am addressing my book of verse 
(“Ploughman and Poet”, just published by the 
Commonwealth Literary Fund) … to you. Would 
you please accept it, with my compliments, for the 
Fryer Library? I should certainly like the library to 
have it …’.
Ploughman and PoetXBTUIFåSTUQVCMJTIFEXPSL
of David Harold Rowbotham, born on 27 August 
1924 in Toowoomba. In a poem, ‘Hometown’, he 
wrote that Toowoomba was ‘ever memorable’. 
Rowbotham’s early engagement with what he 
called ‘the kitchen grail’ – the homely and familiar 
– continued to be effective and to have the most 
impact in his poetry. Town and city: tales and 
sketches (1956), a companion book of prose, 
reinforced the writer’s understanding that ‘early 
blooms unfold close down to primary origins – to 
his earth’; acknowledging a ‘sober affection’ for 
the place of beginning. Robinson said in his reply 
to Rowbotham that the poet’s ‘imaginative use of 
local names and the addition of meaning to the 
local scene particularly appealed to me’. 
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appeared in The Bulletin in 1946, Rowbotham 
had collected thirty rejection slips. He agonised 
to Douglas Stewart, editor of The Bulletin’s 
Red Page, ‘Am I good enough?’ Stewart has 
written about that ‘Bulletin school of minor nature 
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among them. The young poet was grateful for 
Stewart’s generous advice on technique and 
craft and the oft-repeated words, ‘simplify’ and 
‘clarify’. Rowbotham was also published in the 
Jindyworobak anthologies in the late 1940s.
As a returned serviceman from the Second 
World War, Rowbotham frequently referred his 
readers to the lasting impression of war. One 
poem, ‘Silhouette’, was a metaphor for the 
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battle and struggling for possession of a prized 
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he had ‘won’. His own assessment in 2000 was 
that his work had ‘never been compromised by 
fashionable movements in literature. It has stood 
its ground, and grown of its own accord’. 
A long career as a highly respected journalist with 
The Courier-Mail culminated in his appointment 
as literary editor (1980-87); meanwhile, his poetry 
was recognised with the Grace Leven Poetry Prize 
in 1964, the Australia Council Writers’ Emeritus 
Award in 1989 and the Patrick White Award 
in 2007. The honour, Member of the Order of 
Australia (AM), was bestowed in 1991. 
In the letter acknowledging Ploughman and 
Poet, FW Robinson commented that ‘the notices 
of your book were particularly pleasant and 
favourable’ and anticipated the ‘next book’. After 
that early encouragement, Rowbotham published 
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remarked that ‘Rowbotham has bitten harder 
into the question of “being a poet” than anyone 
else’. The last published poem, in May 2010, was 
‘Phantoms’, a few months before Rowbotham’s 
death on 6 October 2010. His widow Ethel and 
daughters, Beverley and Jill, have the permanent 
legacy of a large volume of work. 
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